This essay contends that there are significant theological problems connected with the use of the term "evil" to label states of affairs, such that the "problem with evil" is that we are too quick to presume to know what evil is. If evil is defined as that which is against the good, and the good is identified with God's will, then the use of "evil" should be restricted to those actions of free creatures that oppose the divine will. The classic understanding of evil as a privation of good will therefore be rejected, on the grounds that it depends on an expectation that the good of individual creatures should conform to a general type. It follows that instances of what is traditionally termed "natural evil" are not properly categorized either as evil or as good, but rather as occasions for the discernment of how God's will for creaturely flourishing is to be realised in a particular context.
But before we get to that, let me take a moment to review "the problem of evil" in its classic form, which emerges from the question of how any deviation from God's will is possible, if God, as Creator, is the sole antecedent condition of all that is, and thus of every aspect of every creature's existence at every moment of its existence. The issue is classically framed as the "Epicurean trilemma": in order for evil to be possible, then either God is not omnipotent (or, in specifically Christian terms, does not create the world from nothing), or God is not good, or evil is not real. Christians have wanted to reject all three of these possibilities (though in practice most Christian theodicies tend to take the form of variations on the third, arguing that what we experience as evil is not finally quite so bad after all). But if it is the case that God is both all-powerful and indefectibly good, then unde malum -whence evil? 8 As a first step to sketching the contours of Christian engagement with this problem, I will turn to Thomas Aquinas, who is helpful in that he frankly acknowledges that the frequent failure of creatures to flourish seems to cast doubt on God's presence and power in the world; indeed, when addressing the question of God's existence in the second question of his Summa Theologiae, the reality of evil is the first objection that he offers to the proposition. He answers this objection by citing with approval Augustine's argument that God's permitting evil to exist, far from casting doubt on God's limitless goodness, actually reflects it, insofar as God's power includes the capacity to draw good out of evil.
9 I do not find this argument convincing, for while it is indeed a central conviction of Christian belief that God has the power to draw good out of evil (see Gen. 50:20) , that is a rather different -and significantly less ambitious -claim than Thomas's contention that the permitting of evil, understood as a prerequisite of God's ability to draw good from it, might itself be taken as a mark of God's goodness. 10 The claim that God "permits" evil is probably unavoidable for Christians who confess creation from nothing, and thus that there is no factor alongside God that grounds created being; but in order to avoid any implication of divine complicity in evil, such language must be deployed very carefully. Specifically it must not be used as a means to suggest that
Christians have any positive understanding of how evil comes to be, still less as a basis for giving content to God's relationship to evil, but solely as a means of addressing the three legs of the Epicurean trilemma by maintaining: 1) that God does not intend or enact evil (since God is good), 2) that evil is not beyond the scope of God's power to redeem (since God's power is unlimited), and 3) that evil is not an illusion (since we are, following Amos 5:15, instructed to hate it).
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Within these fairly restrictive limits, the definition of evil as "that which is against
God's will" serves to make it clear that God's attitude toward evil is always to oppose and condemn it. In this context, I want to reflect on how this understanding of evil relates to the definition proposed by Augustine (who was himself drawing on Platonic thought): that evil is a privation of the good (privatio boni). At first glance, this 10 Cf. Luther: "how can one make sense out of the fact that [God] doesn't punish evil, but rather lets it happen? Either he mustn't be able to punish it, or he doesn't want to do it. If he doesn't want to punish it, then surely he's a rogue; but if he cannot punish it, then he's not almighty as God ought to be…. You won't find even a Turk who could make sense out of that! And this why wise people…come to the logical conclusion that there is no God at all. definition has much to recommend it. First of all, it means that evil has no independent ontological status that would render it capable of either being viewed as a product of or posing a limit to God's agency, since as privation it is quite literally nothing -no sort of substantial reality -in itself. At the same time, neither is evil simply an illusion, since despite its insubstantiality, it has genuinely deleterious consequences for creatures that require God's saving activity (see 2 Tim. 4:18). To take the classic example, rot, in eroding the goodness of the apple, also degrades the apple's being; but it is also utterly dependent (and thus parasitic) on that being, so that as soon as the rot has completely destroyed the apple, it, too, ceases to exist (so that in consuming the good, evil is also self-consuming). In these respects a privative understanding of evil seems strongly compatible with a definition of evil as that which is against God's will. After all, insofar as Christians confess that God is the entirely good Creator "of all that is, seen and unseen," it follows that everything God creates is good (Gen 1:31). So since God wills only the good, that which is against God's will would seem to be equivalent to a privation of the good.
Evil as Intrinsic to Creation: Metaphysical Evil
Unfortunately, things are not quite so simple, for it turns out that a strict application of the definition of evil as privation of the good leads to some rather strange results, which run quite counter to the idea that evil is that which is against God's will.
Consider that if God is good and, indeed, perfectly and infinitely good, so that God instantiates all goodness -every perfection -in the divine being, then all the creatures that God brings into being, just by virtue of the fact that they are other than God, represent a declension from this fullness and thereby a privation of the perfect goodness of God. It was this kind of reasoning that led G. W. Leibniz (who also invented the term "theodicy") to coin the phrase "metaphysical evil" to describe created being as such, on the grounds that everything that is finite suffers an ontologically intrinsic -and thus "metaphysical" -privation of the infinite goodness that pertains to God alone. But since Leibniz also held that God wills that creatures exist, his rigorous deployment of the definition of evil as privation of the good leads to a direct conflict with the definition of evil as that which is counter to God's will.
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Now, it might be thought that this dilemma could be resolved though some fairly minor terminological clarification. Leibniz, after all, explicitly contrasts "metaphysical" evil, understood as an essential "privation" of God's infinite good, which is intrinsic to every creature by virtue of the very fact of its being a creature (that is, not divine), with "physical" evil, or creaturely suffering, which might be defined as an accidental privation of good that results from some particular interaction with other creatures (e.g., being deformed, wounded, eaten, infected, burned, etc.). With that distinction in mind, it would be possible to avoid his claim that all creatures are evil (even if only in a "metaphysical" sense) by refining our understanding of privation, such that evil is not understood as privation of the fullness of good, but more specifically as privation of the particular good that pertains to a creature in its concreteness insofar as it just this type of creature.
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Certainly such a redefinition would be more in line with the repeated emphasis in Genesis 12 Leibniz locates the source of evil in general in "an original imperfection in the creature before sin, because the creature is limited in its essence" and then goes on to define metaphysical evil in particular as "mere imperfection," in contradistinction to physical evil (suffering) and moral evil (sin such creaturely turning from God should never occur, since every instance of creaturely willing -like every other created event -has its sole ground in God's willing: I can only will freely because God enables me to will freely (and, indeed, to will freely whatever it is that I will) at the moment I do so. 14 That creatures whose actions are in this way utterly dependent on God should turn away from God is therefore utterly inexplicable, since if God creates from nothing, then no event happens independently of God. To suggest otherwise makes no more sense than to suppose that a novelist is less the cause of her character's free decision to renounce love for duty than of that same character's getting wet in the rain. When Christians affirm that some things in the world are the product of creaturely freedom, they are affirming that the many types of creatures God brings into being includes some -humans, (traditionally) angels, and (possibly) life on other planets -whose actions are not determined by the operation of physical laws. 15 To say that such creatures act freely is simply to affirm that, unlike other types of living and non-living creation, they do what they do as personal -and thus responsible -agents.
Thus, human eating, unlike that of a rabbit, is something ascribed to a conscious subject:
it is something that I (or you) do. 16 That God should cause certain creatures to exist in this way is perfectly consistent with God creating from nothing. The theological difficulty arises not from the fact of free action as such, but with the idea that some such free actions go against and thus constitute a rejection of God's will.
That such acts of rejection do take place is the clear teaching of the Bible (see, e.g., Gen. 8:21; Ps. 51:1-5; 1 John 1:8), but, again, that they should occur seems utterly incompatible with the Christian doctrine of creation. Nor does the belief (also attested by Scripture) that such evil actions cannot finally prevail against God's will for the ultimate redemption of creation (Isa. 65:17-25 or Rev. 21:1-6) and, indeed, can even be turned to good (Gen. 50:20) render them any less problematic. To be sure, Christians have generally maintained that God's relationship to such actions should be understood in terms of "permission" rather than active or efficient willing. As already noted, such language has its uses as a means of affirming both that God does not commit evil (i.e., to "permit" is not to enact), and that the consequences of such actions do not remain beyond the scope of God's power to redeem (i.e., evil has only so much power as God "permits"); but it doesn't explain why God should "permit" actions that contravene God's will. After all, any being who can be said to "permit" an action by definition has the power to prevent it -and all the more when the being is God, apart from whom no creature can do anything (including acting freely) at all.
From this perspective evil is a genuine problem -something that does not seem able to be squared with the confession of a God who is both absolutely good and absolutely unconstrained in the exercise of that goodness (that is, "omnipotent"). To be sure, in confessing Jesus Christ crucified, dead, and risen Christians affirm that God has both condemned and conquered evil with a power that is definitive, even if fully and finally visible only on the last day (see Rom. 8:18). But in so doing they offer no explanation -let alone justification -of why creatures should do evil. It is no real explanation of evil, for example, to say that someone is tempted to do it, for why should we find evil tempting? Even if we are inclined to follow the example of Adam and Eve in Genesis 3 and lay the responsibility for our sin at the door of another creature who enticed us (since God, according to Jas. 1:13, tempts no one), that simply defers the problem, for the question remains of how that creature came to do evil. 17 The reality of 17 Augustine famously traces creatures' capacity for evil to the fact that they have been created from nothing and so have a tendency to fall back into nothing; but to speak of creatures having any such moral evil thus constitutes a genuine theological problem for those who confess faith a God who creates from nothing. Such evil has no necessity, no rationale whatsoever: it is a problem that is theologically insoluble, since any possible resolution (that is, any explanation of why God should permit evil) would effectively undermine its status as evil by showing how it was somehow in conformity with the divine will (and thus per definitionem not truly "evil" at all). Further, while moral evil is certainly against God's will, it does not seem best characterized as a privation of the good, for even the sinful creature is still fully good and, indeed, exercising the freedom that is constitutive of its peculiar goodness. The horror of sin is therefore better described as the contradiction of the good rather than its privation.
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The Status of "Natural" Evil
But moral fault is not the only possible source of physical evil. There are a variety of other ways in which the dog's leg might come to be broken apart from the malice of its master. The animal might tumble into a hole, be struck by a falling tree limb, attacked by a bear, or injured in any one of another seemingly arbitrary ways.
These sorts of causes of "physical" evil -events like predation, disease, natural disasters, and the like -are traditionally designated by the phrase "natural evil". And it is here that the application of the language of "evil" seems problematic. The difficulty is that while tendency (as, e.g., a ball has a tendency to roll down an incline unless held back) presupposes that they have some reality independent of God -and that presupposition is inconsistent with creation from nothing.
To draw an analogy, my ideas exist as my ideas only so long as I have them. The moment I cease to have them, they cease to exist; without my thinking them, they become nothing. But it makes no sense, as far as I can see, to say that they have a tendency to become nothing. They have no "tendency" at all: they are if I have them, and they are not if I don't, and that's all there is to it -and so, too, with creatures before God. 18 Thomas sees sin as an example of privation in that it can only be explained as some lack of order in the will of the sinning creature (ST 1.49.1.3), but since he specifically adds that the lack itself is not the fault "but rather that the will acts from this defect", the cause of sin evidently originates with the creature's own impulse. Cf. his On Evil, 3.1.8: "Therefore, God does not cause grace not to be supplied to someone; rather, those not supplied with grace offer an obstacle to grace insofar as they turn themselves away from the light that does not turn itself away".
such events are certainly capable of analysis in terms of creaturely causes (e.g., a cheetah killing a gazelle, the shifting of tectonic plates producing a volcanic eruption, the mutation of a virus leading to a new disease), these causes are not rooted in the willing of created agents, making it hard to see how they can be described as violations of the divine will in the way moral evil can. 19 In other words, if 1) evil is defined as that which is against God's will, and 2) it is impossible to assign responsibility for "natural evils" events like predation, disease, disaster, and so forth to a created will, such that 3) the only identifiable will behind such events is God's (indeed, that is what it means to define them as "natural" rather than "moral" evil), then it seems problematic to characterise the such realities as evil in the first place.
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In order to appreciate the point I am trying to make here, consider the phenomenon of death, which would seem to be catastrophic form of physical evil, since it does not merely threaten or inhibit the creature's existence, but actually brings it to an end. The Old Testament writers certainly regarded death in just such radically negative terms, as reflected in their conviction that the one who goes to Sheol, the shadowy underworld to which all human souls are consigned after death, falls out of communion not only with other people, but even with God (Ps. 6:5; Eccl. 9:10; Isa. 38:18; but cf.
Ps.139:8). Following and even accentuating this line of thought, during most of the church's history Christians have viewed death as a punishment for sin rather than part of 19 Of course, in the Book of Job Satan is responsible for the calamities that befall the protagonist; and elsewhere in Scripture angels are ascribed agency in, e.g., sending pestilence among the Israelites; but I am inclined to interpret such passages as serving to affirm God"s ultimate sovereignty over such events rather than to provide a literal account of their efficient causes. Paul speaks of the creation being "subjected to futility" and "in bondage to decay" (Rom. 8:19, 21), and these are seemingly viewed by him as wrapped up with the effects of human sin -but he also seeming ascribes both directly to God, who through the processes of futility and decay is working out creation"s redemption. 20 While I recognise that the distinction between "moral" and "natural" is often anything but clear-cut in particular cases, it nevertheless does illuminate the conceptual difficulties in deploying the word "evil" where opposition to God is not in play. Is it any more reasonable to say that a human being should be expected to live to a certain minimum age than that she should grow to a certain minimum height?
One obvious rejoinder to these questions is that we actually do have a basis on which to specify the "proper" length of a human life. It is of the nature of an infant to become a child, and of a child to mature into an adult. Aside from the intrusion of death into this sequence, that is the natural form of human existence in time. Moreover, we have experience of the richness of a ripe old age: the joy of seeing one's children, and one's children's children mature in their turn. In this same vein, the Bible itself, even when adopting an otherwise rather jaundiced view of the human condition, suggests that it is normal for people to live seventy years or more (Ps. 90:10). In this way, we have a vision of what it means to be a human being (or a dandelion or a cuttlefish or a dog) based on our knowledge of the natural life-cycle of the species, and to the extent that an individual creature fails to live out the common features of that type, we therefore seem to have a solid basis for identifying a privation of good that, as such, constitutes genuine evil, because it is against God's will for a particular type of creature.
The problem with this line of reasoning, however, is just that it depends on the idea of a type and thus fails to attend precisely to the concrete particularity of each individual creature, which, as a distinct object of God's creative work, cannot rightly be considered only as an instance of a broader type. From this perspective, the category of "physical" evil turns out to have much the same problem as that of metaphysical evil: in both cases a particular vision of the good is set up as a standard to which a creature needs to conform, and any point where the entity in question fails to measure up is called evil.
But if it is the case that a creature should not be viewed as deficient for failing to exhibit the inexhaustible goodness of God, why should it be viewed as suffering a privation for failing to correspond to some putative standard of normalcy for its type? To restrict ourselves to the case of human beings, we are conscious of an enormous diversity of callings, such that what is good for one person (being married, having children, studying physics) is not for another. All have their several callings, such that the demand that each conform to a single, uniform type or measure of "the human" fails to reckon with the biblical insistence that each member has its own place in the body; "If the whole body were an eye, where would the hearing be? If the whole body were hearing, where would the sense of smell be?" (1 Cor. 12:17). In short, we do wrong when we suppose that all creatures are meant to conform to a model that we may develop of a given type, because in every case the privation of some particular goods is ingredient to the realizing of others.
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Thus, although the idea that all creatures should live to the full age attainable by their species has a certain appeal, it arguably buys into a rather prejudicial teleology, according to which a life needs to attain some pre-determined end in order to qualify as fully good. Over against such a position, the Scottish theologian Ruth Page's dictum, "Teleology now!", serves as a corrective to the urge to equate creaturely flourishing with a given creature's achievement of any future telos or outcome (e.g., a ripe old age). The point of the phrase, "Teleology now!", is to insist that a creature's existence as lived in the present is always already fully good in itself. To maintain otherwise is to subvert a fundamental principle of a properly Christian theology of creation, namely, God's joy in the sheer existence of creatures at every point of their existence, such that every moment of a creature's existence may rightly be considered "an end in itself." 24 For if an entirely good (or omnibenevolent) God is the sole antecedent condition of any creature's existence, and thus of the particular form that existence takes, then it seems logically 23 Importantly, my line of reasoning here is not intended as an argument for a radical nominalism or constructivism, as though the very idea of creaturely types or species were illegitimate. The point is not to gainsay that human beings are different from elephants and oak trees and, as such, have their own characteristic ways of being that are recognizably different from what would be typical of a paramecium or a whale; but only to note that such characteristics are best understood as a framework for developing a varied range of distinctly human goods rather than as a template to which all members of the type must conform. 24 The fact that God promises a time when certain extant forms of intra-creaturely relations will come to an end, that does not make them evil now; after all, the Bible also foresees a time when human marriage and procreation shall be no more (Matt. 22:30).
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Within the human sphere particularly compelling arguments along these lines come from the field of disability studies, beginning with noting the prejudicial nature of the very category of "disability" itself. 28 Against the perspective that sees disability as an evil comes the objection that "disability is a meaningful and formative aspect of who a person is". 29 Advocates of Deaf culture, for example, have long criticized the assumption that lack of hearing is rightly viewed as an evil -a "problem" that needs to be fixed -and the same sorts of questions can and have been raised with respect to other forms of both physical and mental disability. The point of such claims is not to promote indifference to people's physical circumstances, but rather to note that a faithful response to the disabled will be the product of engagement with them rather than a priori judgments about what it means for them to flourish as human beings. Where one 27 Another category that modern Christian thinkers from Reinhold Niebuhr to Paul Tillich to Edward Farley have invoked to account for this contrast between the eschatological ideal and historical experience is "the tragic." Insofar as this term is deployed to take seriously the pain of circumstances without rushing to an axiological evaluation of good and evil, the impulse behind such classification is to e commended. But insofar as it still seems to hold that what is ought not to be, it is not clear to me that it has really avoided the problem. 28 "To expose and label a body as disabled is always already to determine to correct the deviance, to assume as natural the transformative transcendence thereof…through cure or cosmesis…and keeping deviance at bay and under control via strategies of confinement or containment." Sharon V. Crucially, this is not to affirm that any instance of human (or other) suffering not caused by sin is "really" good in God's (or anyone else's) sight; that would be to indulge in just the sort of theodical project that I want to reject. But given that the contrary position, that all such suffering is inherently evil and thus to be eliminated, has led to social policies like forced sterilisation and euthanasia, it is far from clear that the converse is any more desirable. I would suggest rather that the temptation to adopt the stance of an observer who knows good and evil and to label suffering as either one or the other should be resisted. Suffering is better viewed, I would argue, as an occasion for 30 As Betcher puts it, in such cases "humanitarian concerns misfire[] into eradicating alterity". Spirit and the Politics of Disablement, 57. 31 For this reason I am not persuaded by the definition of evil initially proposed by David Ray Griffin and recently taken up by Thomas Oord, according to which evil is that which "all things considered makes the world worse than it might have been" (Thomas Jay Oord, The Uncontrolling Love of God: An Open and Relational Account of Providence (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2015), 65). Such a definition presupposes, again, our ability to identify what is good for a particular creature and, indeed, for the world as a whole, not to mention that we can confidently suppose ourselves to have considered "all things." "All things considered" is it better for a foetus with Down's syndrome to be aborted, as Richard Dawkins has suggested? engagement and discernment, not least because suffering stands at the heart of even the most productive and fulfilling of human relationships. In other words, because suffering is evidently ingredient in the very process of living out relationships with other creatures -human and non-human -it is properly seen as giving an occasion for the mutual discernment of what it means to be human in relationship with others.
Conclusion: Rethinking the Language of Good and Evil
So what is the place of the language of good and evil in Christian discourse?
Let's take each term separately. The burden of the foregoing argument is that the use of the term "evil" should be limited: it should not be deployed to describe states of affairs, but only to characterise those actions of human being (as well as any other personal agents there may be) judged to be counter to God's will. In short, the language of evil is properly used to name sin, and thus as a means of characterizing (and thereby seeking to change) behavior. By contrast, its deployment to characterize situations or states of affairs that are not readily ascribed to moral agents is more hazardous, not because such situations may not require a response as urgent, serious, and deliberate as any instance of sin, but because in such cases what we perceive can be characterized only as a lack of good rather than its denial, and the fact that all creaturely goodness is characterized by diverse forms of lack makes judgments of the particular form a creature's life should take problematic. One's response to a given situation, however, compelling and urgent it may be, is therefore best conceived in terms of discernment of the good that we are called to realize in a given situation rather than battling evil.
What about our use of the term good? At one level, its proper use parallels that of evil, to identify particular sorts of actions, namely, those that are to be imitated, praised, or encouraged as according with God's will. But beyond this, the term should also be used, consciously, unequivocally, and following Genesis 1 to affirm that all creatures are good. This is not to say that all creatures are good for us as human beings (for evidently not all creatures are), but it does mean that each creature has value to God, and thus none can be viewed as purely instrumental to our or any other creature's well-being. And this creates a puzzle, for though we can and must as Christians affirm that each individual creature is good, we can claim no clear prior understanding of how it is good -what its place is in the divine economy. Indeed, we have enormous difficult in figuring that out for ourselves: determining our individual vocations -the precise form of our goodness as
God intended it for each of us -is a long, difficult, and ongoing process that requires us to exercise our most profound abilities of discernment while drawing liberally on the counsel of others. How much more difficult, then, to presume to know the good of other people, let alone other creatures whose nature is profoundly different from our own?
And this is why "good," though rightly applied to creatures as such and certain of their free actions, is no more appropriately used to describe states of affairs considered apart from moral agency than evil is. Crucially, then, the refusal to label states of affairs evil does not entail, as though by a sort of semantic or logical reflex, the conclusion that they must therefore be judged good. Indeed the very fact one might be tempted to draw such a conclusion shows the degree to which an ontological dualism, in which we feel compelled to label things as good or evil, is deeply rooted in us. But notwithstanding the Bible's unambiguous assertion that everything God has made is good, Pope's judgment that "whatever is, is right," 32 is excluded precisely by virtue of the fact that this goodness is a work in process, and one that is not realised independently of our actions -which may be either good or evil. Again, an infant is good in its infancy, but that judgment is not the end of the matter but its beginning, for it forces on us the question of how that goodness is to be honored in the flux of time. What does it mean, concretely, to respect a particular infant's goodness in light of her or his specific characteristics and circumstances? And here, "whatever is, is right," is of no help, because it ignores the fact that what is, is passing, and that what will be -the "is" of the future -is not yet and will ineluctably be shaped by our actions now. As Herman Melville once put it, "the world's a ship on its passage out, and not a voyage complete," 33 and that means (among other things) God's will for particular creatures is bound up with our interactions with them. It is my contention that such response is not enhanced by labelling matters good or evil, as such labelling tends to short-circuit the process of discernment in which humans seek to further God's good will for creatures in any given situation by attending as much as possible to the perspectives of all those concerned.
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In one respect the upshot of my argument is fairly straightforward: that evil is not properly defined as a privation of good. It is not properly defined in this way because all creaturely existence is characterised by such privations, both "metaphysically" (since creatures by definition lack the full perfection of God) and "physically" (since each individual creature is distinct from all others). In other words, the particular good that you, me, and every other creature exhibits, is constituted by a lack of a countless number 43. 34 Note that this perspective is quite different from pedagogical interpretations of suffering of the sort proposed by John Hick, since it does not presume to provide an explanation for why God permits suffering to occur (again, it is not a theodicy) and certainly does not presume to claim that suffering has any inherent meaning or purpose.
of possible goods -far more possible goods, in fact, than the actual goods that we possess. But that does not make the creature's life any less a good; it is merely to note that created good is always and inherently characterised by privation, but that it is a defining feature of creation is that the creature defined by these many privations, whatever limited goods it possesses, is truly good in itself.
And yet if my proposed rejection of one classic definition of evil seems fairly academic, it carries with it a potentially much more serious set of implications, for if evil is not rightly defined as a privation of the good, then it is not proper to call anything evil on the grounds that it exhibits a privation of some good. To revert again to the example of disability, to be without a limb cannot simply be described as an evil (as though the person were as such deficient and in need of restitution). Again, it does not follow that such privation is to be described as good, either (though the disabled person certainly is to be so described). The point is rather that neither label is appropriate, and, and that the temptation to apply them signals a re-emergence of the primordial sin: the desire to "know good and evil," that is, to presume to have God's perspective on what ought to be.
How one deals with an incidence of injury, disease, or any other such event -whether one's own or that of a neighbour -is a matter of discernment that stands at the absolute center of the human project; but it is not, it seems to me, aided by the imposition of evaluative categories on the state itself. If someone has cancer, say, the task is to work with that person to discern her vocation, her calling, her place in the body of Christ, and thus the particular good of her life as one that includes cancer, rather than presuming to know the content of that good in advance. My own supposition is that in the case of a person suffering from cancer treatment aimed at a cure will be among the outcomes of that discernment process. My only point is that it needs to be an outcome and not something presupposed in advance.
Now at this point someone might argue that I have not grasped the full weight of privations to which human beings are "naturally" vulnerable. Deafness, amputation, Down's syndrome are one sort of thing, it may be objected, but Tay-Sachs disease, lissencephaly, clinical depression, and the like are another, the seriousness of which defies the sort of restraint in the use of the term "evil" that I am advocating. Against such an objection, I can, in the first, instance, only repeat the point that my plea for reticence pertains to the use of "good" as much as "evil," so that refusing to label such conditions evil does not entail the claim that they are good. Second, I would note that if we no longer reflexively view lack of sight or hearing or bipedal mobility as evil, such was not always the case, and that the gains resulting from our changed perceptions have not been a diminishment of concern for persons in such circumstances, but rather increased commitment to their flourishing precisely through a process of discernment to be carried out, to whatever extent possible, with them rather than for them.
It is vital to acknowledge that in such cases the work of discernment may well be both painful and difficult. Moreover, since it is bound up with the refusal to label any given state of affairs as evil or good, it in no way precludes people turning to God in supplication, lament, or even accusation and protest as they confront concrete instances of human disability, injury, disease, and the like. Again, my point is emphatically not that people should refrain from resisting or seeking to change states of affairs ascribed to natural causes -the process of discernment may well entail just the opposite -but only to argue that this process is not necessarily enhanced, and may be harmed, by deploying the language of good and evil. 35 For the "solution" to "the problem with evil" is not any calculus that allows one to perceive the good of creation (or our small part of it) in abstraction from particular cases, but precisely to engage with the world as it is in order to honour the goodness of what is. For while every person is good in herself at every point of her existence, it is not possible in the same way to say that any particular situation in which the person finds herself is good, though we certainly may in the best cases trust that will prove to be part of her goodness and at the worst is not irreconcilable with it.
36
Let me close with a final thought. The fourteenth-century anchorite, Julian of Norwich, wrote, "alle is good but syn, and nought is yvell but synne". 37 I have sought to defend the second half of this statement, on the grounds that viewing anything other than sin -that is, creatures' contradiction of God's will -as evil leads us to categorize as evil that which falls short of our visions of perfection and thus to fail to see -and, worse, to seek to eliminate -the genuine goods that surround us and have the potential to enrich our lives and the lives of others. And yet if I am with Julian in agreeing that "nought is yvell but synne", I am not willing to affirm that "alle is good but syn", at least if that "alle" includes particular states of affairs -most especially those that include creatures'
suffering. For the heart of "the problem with evil" is a too eager desire to classify things 35 For a moving account of the pain as well as the joy of the process in one context, see theologian Frances Young"s memoir, Arthur" as good or evil in the first place. As Julian herself was very much aware, the world is a place of great misery and suffering, much -if not most -of which cannot be attributed to sin. Julian thought that she had been granted a glimpse of how in God's eyes all is good, and, indeed, how it will be that in glory we, too, will see that it is all good.
38 And yet however crucial such conviction may be to the Christian hope, I think it is necessary to draw a distinction (as Julian does in other parts of her work) between the claim that all will be good and the affirmation that all is good now. 39 To avoid any naïve (or, for that matter, insidious and self-interested) baptizing of the status quo, it is vital to insist once again that the refusal to call present states of affairs -including creaturely suffering -evil is not to imply that it is good. To do otherwise is to presume far more insight into God's will for the world than is granted to us here and now.
For it is surely a conviction of Christians that all that God makes is very good, but it is no less a Christian conviction that creation has not yet reached its end. Because "the world's a ship on its passage out, and not a voyage complete," we can claim no advance knowledge of what the good of creation will finally look like. What we can do is to work to discern it, in the confidence that we have been called to share in its making, and that when in the fullness of time it does appear, we, too, will look out on everything that God has made and affirm that it is "very good." 40 
